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and usage barred its use on ordinary occasions, so unprecedented an
attack on property as now threatened would justify the peers in going
all lengths.
Officially Asquith " declined to believe it" and kept on declining
up to the last moment. The King, being well informed of what was
going on in the Unionist camp, believed it and was greatly disturbed
by the prospect. With Asquith's consent he summoned Lansdowne
and Balfour to Buckingham Palace on October 12, 1909, and tried
to dissuade them. They told him that " they had not yet decided
what action the House of Lords should be advised to take." This
no doubt was literally true, but nothing short of very firm and prompt
action on their part could have stopped the movement which was
driving them on the extreme course, and this neither of them was
inclined to take. According to his biographer, Lansdowne told a
colleague at the beginning of October that " upon the whole he was
in favour of rejection," and Balfour, according to the same authority,
had come even earlier to the conclusion that no compromise was
possible.
What gave the final push down the steep place was that the " dukes "
and property-owners had by this time been reinforced by the Tariff-
reformers, who saw the ground being cut from under their feet if
the new taxes produced the revenue which they had proposed to raise
by a tariff. Many of them professed to be as much concerned about
social reform as their opponents, but abundant money, in their view,
could be found both for this and for the necessary expansion of the
navy by duties on imports which would " tax the foreigner " instead
of despoiling the rich. It was the combination of these forces which
swept aside the opposition of the elder statesmen of the Unionist
party, and decided the peers to go all lengths and in Milner's phrase
"damn the consequences." Lord St. Aldwyn, the famous Sir
Michael Hicks Beach of former days, and the most considerable of
Conservative financiers, Lord Cromer, Lord James of Hereford, Lord
Balfour of Burleigh, and many other highly respected seniors argued
in vain against this decision and predicted that no good would come
of it. Rosebery, who had assailed the Budget as the beginning of
" the end of all things/* recoiled at the last moment from the logic
of his own denunciations and added his voice to others pleading for
364